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Introduction: Learning from the Lives  
of Artists 
Jorge Daniel Veneciano, Director
Drawn largely from the Sheldon Museum of Art’s permanent collection, Partners and 
Adversaries: The Art of Collaboration explores the productive and often ambivalent 
partnerships that coalesce around artistic practices. These include familial and romantic 
relationships, where ambitions and successes may clash and collide at the expense of 
one partner; the mutually dependent yet divergent interests of artists and their dealers; 
the dance of imitation and distinction between student and teacher; the official sanction  
of government support, everywhere shadowed by the threat of moralizing censure;  
and, increasingly in contemporary art, new processes and technologies that empower 
fabricators whom artists must collaborate with to achieve the results they desire. 
Partners and adversaries sound like contrasting entities—one desirable, one not.  
While we may seek out partners, we generally don’t invite adversaries into our lives.  
We may, however, to our regret, find ourselves confronted by them. The truth, of course, 
complicates any easy distinction. So if adversaries appear unbidden, from where do they 
come? If we think about it, we realize that they lie nascent in our existing partnerships, 
whether at home, work, or in sports: what brings us together can drive us apart. 
In fact, the word partner itself registers this potential divisiveness. Stemming from Old 
French, the term builds on its antecedent sense of partition. Division is the precondition  
to partnership. Partners are defined, therefore, by the negotiation of their differences  
and the realignment of competing wills. What artistic partnerships have in common is  
the dynamic of collaboration. As such, they all require negotiations of power: some form 
of exchange, giving up a measure of authority to gain a benefit of another sort. 
This volume reviews some of these artistic partnerships in the following four essays.  
The first, by Jonathan Stuhlman, explores the work of Robert Henri and his role as 
teacher and mentor, touching on his relationship to several of the artists represented  
in Sheldon’s collection, including George Bellows, Isabel Bishop, Elsie Driggs, Edward 
Hopper, and Rockwell Kent. Such relationships are akin to what literary critic Harold 
Bloom described as “the anxiety of influence” among poets—a tension that every artist 
grapples with to become independent of his teacher. 
Brandon Ruud, curator of Partners and Adversaries, contributes two essays. The first 
trains a sensitive eye on the partnership peculiar to artists and their models. It may seem 
Opposite: André Kertész (American, born Hungary, 1894–1985). Chez Mondrian, Paris, 1926. Gelatin 
silver print; 34.1 x 25.4 cm (13 7/16 x 10 in.). UNL–Gift of Lawrence Reger, U-571. 
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at times forged from a loving union, as in the example of Harry Callahan, whose muse and 
primary subject was Eleanor, his obliging wife, or, similarly, of Alfred Stieglitz’s innumerable 
close-ups of his own wife, Georgia O’Keeffe. Yet always an artist-model dyad implies an 
exchange of power: one agrees to submit to the other’s creative authority. From the one’s 
acquiescence, the other extracts value. Ruud’s focus here is on Evelyn Nesbit, a media star 
of her time, and the sympathetic lens of Gertrude Käsebier’s photographic regard for her. 
Ruud’s second essay recalls the conflicting experiences artists have had with the federal 
government, concentrating on Paul Cadmus and Charles White, two among thousands of 
American artists who enjoyed government support during the Great Depression. At any 
governmental level, support and censure will reflect the ideologies of those who run or 
lobby government and reveal, ultimately, the ambivalent relationship people have with 
art. We sometimes think of government as an abstraction that doesn’t understand us.  
Of course, government is simply a very complicated instrument for performing the will  
of very real individuals whose hands pull its seemingly abstract levers. The decisions  
of these individuals, of course, can at times make or break an artist’s career. 
Christin Mamiya contributes the fourth essay, which is about Jasper Johns and Robert 
Rauschenberg, lovers who inspired each other for years, subsequently broke up, and 
refused to speak to each other for a decade. The hostility of a ten-year silence resonates 
boldly from the adversarial underbelly—or naturally competitive nature—of romantic 
relationships generally. Lovers are always in contest, whether over love, fidelity,  
or finances.
Perhaps partnerships simply domesticate the adversarial state of nature in which  
we would otherwise be thrown. Even lovers make a social contract, of sorts. Here also  
we may find the ideal and model for legitimizing government and civil society, if we  
follow Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his democratic treatise The Social Contract, this year 
commemorating the 250th anniversary of its publication. Democratic society runs on the 
partnership of adversaries—and stalls when the balance is lost. A lesson for our times. 
The lone artist who creates from inner necessity without regard to social tastes is a 
Romantic fiction. Real artists’ lives show us that to live in the world is to barter one’s  
way through myriad relationships. To what degree, therefore, does the rosy word partner 
dissimulate the adversarial nature inherent in any relationship? Or, even further, to what 
extent do partnerships create adversaries? These are some of the questions we begin  
to pose—insights we begin to glean—by learning from the lives of artists. It is, after  
all, from the sticky substance of lived experience that artists create their work. By 
formulating questions such as these, we read anew the work of artists and their lasting 
relevance to our own lives. 
7
Opposite: Georgia O’Keeffe (American, 1887–1986). New York, Night, 
1928/29. Oil on canvas; 101.9 x 48.6 cm (40 1/8 x 19 1/8 in.). NAA–Thomas 
C. Woods Memorial, N-107. Detail. 
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Opposite: Edward Hopper (American, 1882–1967). Room in New York, 1932. Oil on canvas; 74.4 x 93 




“ Possibly the most important figure in our 
cultural history”: Robert Henri and His 
Legacy in the Collection of the Sheldon 
Museum of Art
Jonathan Stuhlman
There are few American artists whose legacy is more complicated to define or whose impact was as broad as Robert Henri. Few others, if any, can claim such a tremendous 
combination of individual talent and such a great influence on so large a number of 
students. Both facts are amply illustrated by a number of objects in the collection of the 
Sheldon Museum of Art, which is broad enough that it features not only twenty-four works 
by Henri in diverse media, but also a wide variety of drawings, paintings, and prints by many 
of his students. Collectively, these pieces illustrate eloquently Henri’s tremendous impact 
on American art during the first half of the twentieth century. 
The earliest canvas by the artist in the museum’s collection, Night, Fourteenth of July  
(opposite), was created when Henri was approximately thirty years old and working in  
the environs of Paris. The city had become an important source of training and a proving 
ground for American artists during the second half of the nineteenth century. Henri had 
first visited as a student between 1888 and 1891, studying at the École des Beaux Arts  
and traveling around the country with his friends. Upon his return to America, teaching 
became a central part of his life. He took his first official position as an instructor at the 
Women’s School of Design in Philadelphia in the summer of 1892, leading classes in 
composition and drawing.1 
After a few years of teaching and painting, Henri returned to France in 1895. While abroad 
he continued to lead small classes to supplement his income. He painted Night during this 
stay, when he was exploring Impressionism and experimenting with ways to integrate his 
studies of the Old Masters into his work. This dark canvas, punctuated by areas of bright 
color, demonstrates Henri’s knowledge of and appreciation for recent art, recalling 
nocturnes by James MacNeill Whistler and Édouard Manet. Even at this early point in his 
career, as Henri’s biographer Bennard Perlman notes, the artist valued the ability to think 
critically as highly as he valued technical proficiency. He was in the process of formulating 
the basic principles that would shape not only his own oeuvre but also his general artistic 
philosophies and approach to teaching. After reading William Morris Hunt’s book Talks on 
Art, for example, he was deeply impressed by Hunt’s ideas: “In your sketches keep the 
first vivid impression! Add no details that shall weaken it! / Look first for the big things! . . . 
/ Put in as little hand-work as possible and as much intelligence.”2 
Opposite: Robert Henri (American, 1865–1929). Night, Fourteenth of July, c. 1896. Oil on canvas; 
81.3 x 65.4 cm (32 x 25 3/4 in.). NAA–Nelle Cochrane Woods Memorial, N-120.
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By 1900, when he returned to America and settled in New York, Henri’s star was on the 
rise. He had recently been given his first solo exhibition at the Pennsylvania Academy of 
the Fine Arts; another, organized by William Merritt Chase, was held at the Chase School 
of Art; and one of his paintings had just been acquired by the Musée National du 
Luxembourg in Paris. Within two years, the artist was teaching at Chase’s school (which 
was by then called the New York Art School), one of the most highly regarded institutions 
in the city. By all accounts, Henri had an immediate and lasting impact on his students.  
C. K. Chatterton recalled, “Almost from the first moment, Henri became the dominant 
influence in the School. . . . His teaching seemed revolutionary at the time. . . . We hung  
on his every word.”3 George Bellows, who began studying with Henri in 1904, remembered 
a similar effect: “No one who has not felt the magnetic power of Henri . . . can appreciate 
the emotional devotion to art which he could inspire as could no other teacher.”4 Finally, 
Guy Pène du Bois cast Henri as a more revolutionary figure: “Henri set the class in an 
uproar. Completely overturned the apple cart. . . . The talk was uncompromising, the 
approach unsubtle, the result pandemonium.”5 
While Chase was an early supporter of Henri’s work, and the two seem to have been 
closer in their methodology and views than history has lead us to believe, they each  
had different philosophies about how art should be made and taught, and Henri’s 
ever-increasing popularity with his students must have been difficult for the more senior 
artist to stomach.6 As Pène du Bois summarized it, “It is a long time since Mr. Chase has 
sowed his wild art oats, whereas Mr. Henri has not yet quite finished his job of sowing.”7 
Like Chase, who started teaching summer classes in Shinnecock, Long Island, in 1891 and 
who often took groups of students on European sojourns, Henri often organized sessions 
for his students that were more like vacations with friends than formal classes. One of his 
favorite spots was Monhegan Island, a rugged, remote settlement ten miles off the coast 
of Maine. He first visited with his colleague Edward Redfield in 1903 and later returned 
with advanced students like Bellows and Randall Davey in 1911 and 1918.8 It was likely 
Henri who suggested to Rockwell Kent—a talented former pupil—that he visit Monhegan. 
Kent painted numerous canvases of the island and its inhabitants during the five years 
that he worked there, including the bold, muscular Headlands, Monhegan (fig. 2), which 
depicts an oft-painted landmark on the island—its rocky, windswept headland point— 
that Henri had enjoyed capturing as well. Kent’s demonstrative brushwork and powerful 
forms show the impact of his studies with Henri, yet the simplicity of the primary 
elements of rocks, water, and sky are characteristic features of his own work. 
Henri focused almost entirely on landscape at Monhegan, but during his many sojourns  
in Europe he painted almost exclusively the local people he encountered.9 He would later 
famously call them “my people. . . . the people through whom dignity of life is manifest.”10 
Henri was a staunch advocate for artistic freedom for his students; he once famously 
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Figure 2. Rockwell Kent (American, 1882–1971). Headlands, Monhegan, 1909. Oil on canvas; 86.7 x 106 cm (34 
1/8 x 41 ¾ in.). NAA–Nelle Cochrane Woods Memorial, N-244.
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Figure 4. Edward Hopper (American, 1882–1967). Night Shadows, 1921. Etching; 17.5 x 
21 cm (6 7/8 x 8 ¼ in.). UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-333.
Figure 3. George Wesley Bellows (American, 1882–1925). Splinter Beach, 1916. 
Lithograph  
on Japan paper; 38.1 x 50.5 cm (15 x 19 7/8 in.). UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1230.
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Figure 5. Robert Henri (American, 1865–1929). Maria y Consuelo, 1906. 
Oil on canvas; 198.1 x 97.8 cm (78 x 38 ½ in.). UNL–Gift of Mrs. Olga N. 
Sheldon, U-3362.
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stated, “I believe in encouraging every new impulse in art.” He himself, however,  
stuck with a brushy, expressionistic form of realism for his entire career.11 And while he 
encouraged his pupils to venture out into the streets and record contemporary life as they 
encountered it—as seen in Bellows’s lithograph Splinter Beach (fig. 3)—Henri was most 
interested in portraiture, as demonstrated by the Sheldon’s impressive Maria y Consuelo 
(fig. 5). The life-size painting depicts a gypsy and her son whom the artist encountered 
during one of his summer trips to Spain. It exemplifies not only his interest in people from 
all walks of life, but also his practice of painting a subject repeatedly (there are two other 
versions) in an attempt to capture subtle aspects of his sitters’ personalities.12 
During much of the opening decade of the twentieth century, Henri was a fixture at the 
New York School of Art. In 1909, however, after several months of difficulty receiving his 
salary, he left to form his own school; he later taught at the Art Students League for many 
years.13 Helen Appleton Read recalled that when Henri left Chase’s school, she and her 
fellow students “threw our gauntlets in the face of the old order when we packed our paint 
boxes and journeyed uptown . . . to rejoin the radical Henri group.”14 As the strength of 
these comments suggest, Henri did not discourage women students or treat them as 
lesser artists. His enthusiasm for individual artistic liberty on all fronts, coupled with  
his charming personality, won the admiration and loyalty of both young men and women. 
While the total number of women who studied with Henri is easily in the hundreds, his 
impact was also felt by hundreds more who learned from instructors such as Kent, Luks, 
and Sloan, who themselves had been his pupils and closest colleagues.15 Later students  
of Henri’s, including Edward Hopper and Isabel Bishop, continued to work in the realist 
vein, each developing his or her own stylistic and aesthetic approach. Hopper’s interest  
in the loneliness and pathos of modern life is seen in his haunting etching Night Shadows 
(fig. 4), while Bishop’s interest in the people around her, whom she captured in the midst 
of quotidian activities, can be seen in Lunch Hour (fig. 7). Elsie Driggs, who studied with 
Luks and Sloan in the 1920s, also trained her attention on her immediate surroundings  
in drawings like Soon They Overtook Us . . . (fig. 6), a remarkable work whose subject 
matter—figures being overwhelmed by a crowd—relates to labor unrest at the end of the 
decade.16 While this modern theme was well aligned with Henri’s views, the free-flowing 
line and delicate, stained areas of color belong to an entirely different type of aesthetic 
than that of Henri, Luks, or Sloan. Yet Driggs’s depth of feeling and command of medium are 
precisely the qualities that Henri sought and encouraged in his students and followers. 
Henri is often discussed as having been overwhelmed, overtaken, or outmoded by the 
Armory Show in 1913. Yet his affect on American art can be seen not only in the work of 
those who maintained their allegiance to his brand of powerfully felt realism, but also  
in that of artists such as Driggs, who had the courage to develop their own modernist 
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Figure 6. Elsie Driggs (American, 1898–1992). Soon They Overtook Us; With Such Swiftness Moved the Mighty 
Crowd – Purgatory, Canto XVIII, 1925/32. Graphite and wash on paper; 19.1 x 17.8 cm (7 ½ x 7 in.). UNL–Gift of 
Robert Schoelkopf, U-517.
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visual language. Henri’s philosophy was broad enough so as to not dissuade students who 
were interested in Expressionism and Abstraction. In fact, he appears to have taken some 
pride in his influence, if indirect, on the Armory Show, for in his copy of the catalog he 
made careful notations about which of the participants had studied with him.17 Ultimately, 
it was Henri’s legacy as a champion of artistic independence and his insistence on his 
students’ right to paint what moved them (so long as they did it with honesty and 
competency) that set him apart from his peers and colleagues. And it is this quality that 
may, perhaps, be his most important contribution to the history of American art despite 
the impressive quality of his own oeuvre and those of his many students. As he put it in 
The Art Spirit, a book whose contents he felt would have done their job if they so much  
as stimulated independent thought, “Don’t belong to any school. Don’t tie up to any 
technique. . . . There are many ways of seeing things.”18 
Figure 7. Isabel Bishop (American, 1902–1988). Lunch 
Hour, 1940. Ink and wash on paper; 23.8 x 16.2 cm (9 3/8 x 
6 3/8 in.). UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-225. Art © Estate 
of Isabel Bishop/DC Moore Gallery.
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The epigraph is taken from Rockwell Kent, It’s Me, O Lord: The Autobiography of Rockwell Kent (New York: Dodd, Mead, and 
Company, 1955), 81; quoted in Bennard B. Perlman, Robert Henri: His Life and Art (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover Publications, 1991), xiv.
1 See Perlman, Robert Henri, n24.
2 William Morris Hunt, Talks on Art (Boston: Houghton, Osgood, and Company, 1884); quoted in ibid., 28.
3 C. K. Chatterton, “There Never Was a School Like It,” unpublished article; quoted in ibid., 55.
4 George Bellows, “Introduction,” in Robert Henri, The Art Spirit (New York: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1923), vi.
5 Guy Pène du Bois, Artists Say the Silliest Things (New York: American Artist Group, 1940), 86.
6  For more on Henri and Chase, see Betsy Fahlman, “The Art Spirit in the Classroom: Educating the Modern Woman Artist,” 
in Marian Wardle, ed., American Women Modernists: The Legacy of Robert Henri (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University 
Press, 2005), 93–115; and Kimberly Orcutt, Painterly Controversy: William Merritt Chase and Robert Henri (Greenwich, Conn.: 
Bruce Museum of Arts and Sciences, 2007).
7  Guy Pène du Bois, “Who’s Who in American Art,” Arts and Decoration 6 (Nov. 1915); quoted in Fahlman, “The Art Spirit in 
the Classroom,” 108.
8  For more on Monhegan and its artists, see Jane and Will Curtis and Frank Lieberman, Monhegan: The Artists’ Island 
(Rockport, Maine: Down East Books, 1995).
9  Although Henri painted landscapes early in his career, by the turn of the twentieth century he had made the decision to 
concentrate primarily on portraiture. For more on this decision, see Valerie Ann Leeds, Robert Henri: The Painted Spirit 
(New York: Gerald Peters Gallery, 2005), 13. It was only in Ireland that Henri experimented again, briefly, with the genre. 
See idem, “Road to Corrymore: Robert Henri, His Art, and Ireland,” in Jonathan Stuhlman and Valerie Ann Leeds, From 
New York to Corrymore: Robert Henri and Ireland (Charlotte, N.C.: Mint Museum, 2010).
10 See Robert Henri, The Art Spirit (New York: Basic Books, 2007), 141.
11 Robert Henri, “The Henri Hurrah,” American Art News 5 (Mar. 23, 1907), 4.
12 For more on these other versions, see Leeds, Robert Henri, 16–17 and images on pages 40–41.
13  Henri chronicled the development of his split in his diaries, especially between Nov. 16, 1908, and Jan. 12, 1909. Robert 
Henri diaries, LeClair Family Collection, Charlotte, N.C.
14  Helen Appleton Read, “’I Paint My People’ is Henri’s Art Key,” Brooklyn Eagle, Feb. 12, 1916; quoted in Perlman, Robert 
Henri, 89.
15  See Marian Wardle, “Thoroughly Modern: The ‘New Woman’ Art Students of Robert Henri,” in Marian Wardle, ed., 
American Women Modernists, exh. cat. (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Museum of Art/New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 2005), 1–29.
16  For more on Driggs and this series, see Constance Kimmerle, Elsie Driggs: The Quick and the Classical (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 29.
17  For more on these notations, see Stuhlman and Leeds, From New York to Corrymore, 19, fig. 2.
18 Henri, The Art Spirit, 93, 118.
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Opposite: Gertrude Käsebier, Portrait (Miss N.), 1902. Detail; see page 25. 
a model sitter: gertrude Käsebier’s portrait  
of evelyn nesbit 
Brandon K. Ruud 
John Steuart Curry’s lush watercolor Interior Studio (fig. 1)—perhaps completed in 1926, when the painter was seeking additional training and finding his artistic footing in Paris 
—stands almost as a metaphor for the popular conception of artistic production. In a 
fashionably decorated yet cramped loft, an artist has evidently been toiling alone. A corner  
of the sunny room is festooned with exotic paraphernalia, including a Chinese lantern and an 
old fishing net in the upper-right corner; a picnic basket and table linens on the floor suggest 
times spent outside sketching in the countryside or a park; framed artworks, perhaps the 
products of these excursions, line the walls; and abandoned tools and materials—a box  
with pigments, a palette and paintbrush, a smock—are scattered on or around a chair in  
the foreground. Most prominently, almost at the center of the composition, sits an easel  
with a bust-length painting of a beautiful young woman, possibly Curry’s first wife, Clara. 
Notably absent, however, are the artist and his sitter. Their position outside the picture frame 
suggests that they act as surrogates for the viewer: exhausted from their hours of painting 
and sitting, they stop to contemplate and gauge the course of their endeavors in midfinish. 
That the artist—the author of the work—is absent is almost a given. The anonymous and 
unknown model, however, is a constant physical presence in the completed piece. Models,  
as inspiration and muses, as integral parts of the machinery of artistic production, are 
almost never acknowledged: among their most desired skills, in fact, is the ability to inhabit 
the role that the artist has scripted for them, often refraining from inserting their own 
personalities into the composition. Both necessary and a liability, this precarious position 
was articulated by Curry himself in a letter to his parents upon his marriage to Clara: “I was 
awfully afraid you would think I had eloped with a model or some female of the Greenwich 
Village type. My new wife has lots of sense and affection.”1
Perhaps no work in the Sheldon Museum of Art’s permanent collection speaks more 
powerfully to the importance of the artist’s model and the complicated nature of the artist–
model relationship than Gertrude Käsebier’s photograph of Evelyn Nesbit, Portrait (Miss N.), 
taken in early 1902 (opposite and fig. 2). Evelyn Nesbit (1884–1967) has been described as 
America’s first “It” girl. Beautiful and seductive, she overcame extreme poverty by working 
as a model and sometime showgirl, scaling the heights of American society and marrying 
into great wealth only to become embroiled in a murder scandal, all before the age of 
twenty-two. 
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Nesbit’s modeling career began by chance when she was discovered by an artist on a 
street in Philadelphia, where she was living in a tawdry boardinghouse with her mother. 
Her ethereal beauty soon made her one of the most popular artist’s models in the city 
and, sensing that greater things awaited in America’s cultural capitol, mother and 
daughter eventually settled in a tiny rented room in New York City by 1901. Letters  
of introduction from Philadelphia artists opened doors in New York, and Nesbit soon 
began modeling for some of the city’s most sought-after illustrators, painters, and 
photographers, posing as Psyche, the Sybil, Undine, Shakespeare’s Ophelia, or Little Red 
Riding Hood. Perhaps her greatest skill was her chameleon-like nature. Acting as a sort 
of human tabula rasa, she served as a screen upon which artists could project their 
desires, fantasies, and creative goals; she was equally at home impersonating a seductive 
sphinx, an innocent child, or a demure and respectable, yet independent, lady of fashion. 
By the end of Nesbit’s first year in New York, her face could be “viewed in the galleries of 
the Metropolitan Museum”; appeared in numerous magazines including Cosmopolitan, 
Harper’s Bazaar, Ladies’ Home Journal, and Vanity Fair; and was used to sell an astounding 
range of products, among them chocolates, Coca-Cola, Fairy Soap, Prudential Life 
Insurance, sewing machines, and Sunbonnet Oleo.2 Eventually, she sat for artist and 
illustrator Charles Dana Gibson, who immortalized her as one of his Gibson Girls, the 
epitome of turn-of-the-century beauty and style (see fig. 3). 
By the time Käsebier welcomed Nesbit into her studio, she was well on her way to 
becoming one of the leading photographers of the first half of the twentieth century. 
Already in the July 1899 issue of his journal Camera Notes, critic, gallerist, and 
photographer Alfred Stieglitz published five of Käsebier’s photographs, declaring her 
“beyond dispute, the leading artistic portrait photographer of the day.”3 Charles H. Caffin 
seconded Stieglitz’s opinion in his pioneering book Photography as a Fine Art (1901), where 
he devoted an entire chapter to Käsebier’s artistic portraiture. The year she took Portrait 
(Miss N.), Käsebier became an active member of the Stieglitz-led Photo-Secession, a 
group that promoted photography as a fine art and advanced the tenets of pictorialism, 
which encouraged practitioners to embrace the same artistic principles as painters and 
etchers, striving for unique artistic expression. Like many female photographers of the 
time, Käsebier was highly praised for her images of women, especially those that 
celebrated the virtues of motherhood.4
Upon their meeting, Nesbit was barely seventeen years old. The model was introduced  
to Käsebier through the architect Stanford White, one of the leading designers of his day, 
whose firm—McKim, Mead, and White—was responsible for some of the most high-
profile buildings and monuments of the late nineteenth century, including the Boston 
Public Library, Madison Square Garden, and the Washington Square Arch. White was also 
23
Figure 1. John Steuart Curry (American, 1897–1946). Interior Studio, c. 1925. Pencil 
and watercolor; 43.2 x 26.7 cm (17 x 10 1/2 in.). Collection of Mary and Robert 
Nefsky, Lincoln, Nebraska.
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a sexual predator who discovered Nesbit in the chorus of the popular Broadway production 
Floradora, where she appeared as a member of the “Palace of Pulchritude.” The architect 
already had a well-earned reputation for licentiousness, largely the result of his 
participation in the 1895 “Girl-in-the-Pie” incident, which involved a private, males-only 
party that culminated in the emergence of a beautiful, young model from a pastry crust. 
In the hands of New York’s scandal sheets, the dinner party became another example  
of the Gilded Age’s excess and depraved indifference to the working class.5 
When White first brought Nesbit to Käsebier’s studio, the photographer protested, objecting 
that he should associate with so young a “protégé.”6 White’s and Nesbit’s relationship was 
both sexual and paternal, the older architect showering his young companion with gifts, 
paying for her dental work, and even sending her to boarding school in an attempt to 
refine her; the session with Käsebier resulted in a gift of publicity prints to Nesbit with 
extras remaining for White’s own appreciation. Portrait (Miss N.) hints more at the erotic 
side of their relationship than the parental. Nesbit addresses the viewer directly and 
assertively, leaning seductively toward the camera, while Käsebier’s judicious cropping  
of the top of her head brings the subject alarmingly close to—and almost in direct contact 
with—the observer. No superfluous studio props detract from the model and her gaze. 
Käsebier and Nesbit both played with the latter’s alluring status as both a woman and a 
child: uncorseted and with her white shoulders bare, Nesbit piled her hair on her head in 
the fashion of a mature woman while allowing her loose curls to flow over her shoulder,  
a style favored by young girls. The Quimper pitcher in her right hand invites us to see her 
as a French milkmaid, while all other evidence belies such an association: in the words  
of scholar Barbara Michaels, “Nesbit is no coy eighteenth-century maiden” here.7
Regardless of her initial reservations about the session, Käsebier must have thought  
very highly of her final portrait of Nesbit, since she included it in the photographic essay 
Stieglitz produced on her for the debut issue of his new journal, Camera Work, in January 
1903.8 By assigning a simple title, the artist added to the allure and mystery of the subject, 
further obscuring the model’s identity. In the article, the picture was featured alongside 
not only one of Käsebier’s most famous photographs, Blessed Art Though Among Women 
(1899)—an homage to modern motherhood—but also a, hazy, otherworldly nativity scene 
showing the virgin and child covered in white gauze. This editorial decision by Stieglitz 
may well have been a sly comment on Nesbit’s increasing notoriety and the quite different 
model of womanhood she represented. 
Käsebier’s fondness for this photograph may also have resulted from what critic Mary 
Fanton Roberts described as her “quality of world sympathy” and, in this case, a sense  
of shared biography with her sitter. Like Nesbit, she had a peripatetic childhood and, 
although not thrown into poverty like her model, she had seen her own fortunes wax  
and wane. Käsebier made a seemingly advantageous marriage that was in truth stifling 
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Figure 2. Gertrude Käsebier (American, 1852–1934). Portrait (Miss N.), 1902, printed 1967. Gelatin silver print 
toned with gum bichromate; 34.1 x 26.8 cm (13 7/16 x 10 9/16 in.). UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1294.
26
Figure 3. Charles Dana Gibson (American, 1867–1944). That Delicious Moment: When You Find You Are to Take 
in to Dinner the Girl Who Yesterday Refused You, 1894. Engraving; 22.5 x 28.6 cm (8 7/8 x 11 ¼ in.). UNL–University 
Collection, U-176.
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and unhappy, forcing her to postpone her artistic studies and career until her children 
were grown; she tellingly wrote after her husband’s death, “If my husband has gone  
to Heaven, I want to go to Hell.”9 It would be another three years before Nesbit married 
Harry Thaw, heir to a Pennsylvania coal and railroad fortune who publicly murdered 
Stanford White in a jealous, cocaine-fueled rage, abruptly ending the model’s career  
in polite society. In Käsebier’s studio, however, the artist’s keen eye, psychological 
astuteness, and life experience—coupled with Nesbit’s singular ability to beguile—
created an astounding portrait that captivates viewers more than a century later,  
serving as an icon for the particular cultural moment that produced it.
1  John Steuart Curry to Smith and Margaret Curry, Jan. 25, 1923, John Steuart Curry and Curry Family Papers, Archives  
of American Art, Washington, D.C.; quoted in Patricia Junker, John Steuart Curry: Inventing the Middle West, exh. cat. 
(Madison, Wisc.: Elvehjem Museum of Art/New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1998), 215.
2  For a description of the artists that Nesbit sat for and the products that used her in advertisements, as well as the most 
recent treatment of her life, see Paula Uruburu, American Eve: Evelyn Nesbit, Stanford White, the Birth of the “It” Girl, and 
the Crime of the Century (New York: Riverhead Books, 2008), 70–77.
3  Alfred Stieglitz, “Our Illustrations,” Camera Notes 3, no. 1 (July 1899), 24.
4  In a 1907 article on Käsebier’s “Motherhood Series,” critic Mary Fanton Roberts, writing under the pseudonym Giles 
Edgerton, extolled the artist’s sensitivity to her subjects, seeing in her work a “quality of world sympathy.” See Giles 
Edgerton, “Photography as an Emotional Art: A Study of the Work of Gertrude Käsebier,” Craftsman 12, no. 1 (Apr. 1907), 90.
5  For an excellent analysis of the event and its cultural context, see Sarah Burns, Inventing the Modern Artist: Art and Culture 
in Gilded Age America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 86–88. 
6  For a description of the sitting, see Barbara L. Michaels, Gertrude Käsebier: The Photographer and Her Photographs (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams, 1992), 112–17.
7  Ibid., 115.
8  For this, as well as all the photographs by Käsebier featured in the article, see Alfred Stieglitz and Marianne Fulton 
Margolis, ed., Camera Work: A Pictorial Guide (New York: Dover Publications, 1978), 1–2.
9  Quoted in Michaels, Gertrude Käsebier, 14.
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Partner and Adversary:  
The Federal Government 
Brandon K. Ruud
A 2011 Art in America article on issues of artistic censorship and vandalism boldly stated that the Culture Wars, once a seemingly American phenomenon, had today “gone 
global”: from Lahore to Loveland, the last few years have seen a number of physical  
and verbal attacks on art that is deemed inappropriate or insulting to religion or well-
established cultural values.1 In the fall of 2010, the United States experienced two  
such events. In October a religious fanatic—inflamed by a watchdog group, the Catholic 
League—destroyed a print by Mexican-born painter Enrique Chagoya at a gallery  
in Loveland, Colorado. Only weeks later, the Catholic League protested a video by  
David Wojnarowicz that was on display in Hide/Seek, an exhibition on gay and lesbian 
representation at the National Portrait Gallery. After conservative members of  
Congress and other public figures became involved—and the national media fanned the 
controversy—the gallery’s director bowed to public pressure and removed the offending 
piece. Astute observers were instantly reminded of similar high-profile controversies 
nearly two-decades earlier, when the Corcoran Gallery of Art reneged on hosting an 
exhibition of Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs because of their erotic content, and the 
National Endowment for the Arts rescinded grants to a group of four performance artists 
because of their work’s supposed indecency. 
While these extreme examples are perhaps the most recent in popular memory, the first 
half of the twentieth century was marked not only by frequent debates about the decency  
of modern art, but also by government and public censure of artists. For instance, during 
the 1913 International Exhibition of Modern Art (popularly known as the Armory Show)—a 
presentation of the latest American and European painting and sculpture—indignant art 
students burned Henri Matisse in effigy on the steps of the Art Institute of Chicago. At that 
same institution during the 1930s, a wealthy patron, offended by the works being selected 
for its annual exhibition of contemporary American art, blacklisted certain artists from 
future inclusion and founded a shadow organization called Sanity in Art. Perhaps most 
notably, in 1947 President Harry S. Truman halted and recalled Advancing American Art,  
an international exhibition of the most “advanced trends,” when radio personalities and 
right-wing congressmen labeled the works “vulgar, ugly, and a waste of the taxpayers’ 
money.”2 This last episode highlights the dual nature of government artistic sponsorship. 
On the one hand, federal agencies can provide much-needed financial assistance to 
struggling artists and nonprofit art centers as well as, more importantly, a coveted 
Opposite: Charles Wilbert White, Frederick Douglass Lives Again (The Ghost of Frederick Douglass), 
1949. Detail; see page 34.
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Figure 1. Edgar Britton (American, 1901–1982). Study for Epochs in the History of Mankind, c. 1937. Tempera on 
Masonite; 31.8 x 59.7 cm (12 ½ x 23 ½ in.). UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, Federal Art Project of the 
Works Progress Administration, WPA-114.2.
Figure 2. Edgar Britton. Study for Early Man, from Epochs in the History 
of Mankind, c. 1937. Tempera on Masonite; 43.2 x 76.2 cm (17 x 30 in.). 
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, Federal Art Project of the 
Works Progress Administration, WPA-114.1.
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validation of their work; on the other hand, such support can be censorious and restrictive, 
limiting the agendas of both artist and museum. 
Surprisingly, the Advancing American Art debacle came on the heels of one of the most 
unprecedented periods of government support for artists in the history of the nation: the 
Great Depression. During the 1930s, the federal government established several agencies 
and programs to encourage employment and get citizens back to work. Part of President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the Works Progress Administration, as it became 
known by the mid-1930s, incorporated several programs for artists, including the Public 
Works of Art Project (PWAP), the Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP), and the Federal Art 
Project (FAP). Between 1933 and 1943, these agencies provided employment and monetary 
relief to some 10,000 artists, supported the creation of around 200,000 artworks—many  
of them public murals and monuments still in existence today—and had on their payroll 
some of the most illustrious artists of the twentieth century, including Berenice Abbott, 
Thomas Hart Benton, Stuart Davis, Lee Krasner, and Jackson Pollock.3 Edgar Britton’s 
sketches for a series of murals at Chicago’s Lane Technical High School (figs. 1–2) are 
typical FAP commissions: public works of art intended to edify and educate a large 
portion of the population through their narrative format and detailed execution. The 
stories of two artists—Paul Cadmus and Charles White—however, well illustrate the 
difficulties of government patronage during and immediately after this period.
Cadmus’s biography reads like that of many artists during the first half of the century. 
Born and raised in New York, he was encouraged to follow a similar career path as his 
artistic parents, and he studied for six years at the city’s National Academy of Design, 
where he developed a highly realistic style indebted to Old Master precedents and 
techniques. After a working trip to Europe in the early 1930s, Cadmus returned to find 
jobs scarce due to the economic crisis; he applied for and received a place on the payroll 
of the PWAP, a situation that paid him $32 a week for painting. In 1934 he submitted his 
painting Fleet’s In! (fig. 3) to a PWAP-sponsored exhibition at the Corcoran Gallery. The 
canvas, which shows a group of randy sailors on shore leave in New York’s Riverside  
Park, caused a sensation among administrators during exhibition previews, and Henry 
Roosevelt, assistant secretary of the navy and the president’s cousin, removed the 
painting to his office. As word of the censorship spread through the press, other naval 
officials weighed in, and Retired Admiral Hugh Rodman summed up the common opinion 
by claiming that the work represented “a most disgraceful, sordid, disreputable drunken 
brawl” that “originated in the sordid, depraved imagination of someone who has no 
conception of actual conditions in our service.”4 Although the drunken, raucous cavorting 
of the enlisted men was the reason officially given for the censorship, an unspoken 
motivation was the painting’s depiction of a gay man seducing a willing sailor, the offer  
of a cigarette portending future, more private exchanges. After its removal, the painting 
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remained hidden from public view for over forty-seven years, when it was finally restituted 
to the U. S. Navy Historical Center for inclusion in a retrospective exhibition on the artist, 
who had not seen it again after it was spirited away from the Corcoran. The scandal did 
not stifle Cadmus, however, and he capitalized on the notoriety of the incident, continuing 
to address homoerotic themes and even—since the original Fleet’s In! could not be 
viewed—producing etchings such as this; the print went through more than one edition, 
testifying to a popularity that has continued to the present day.
Like Cadmus, Charles White enjoyed similar early support from the federal government, 
followed by a period of censure. In his case, however, it had to do with his radical politics 
and race. Born into difficult economic circumstances, White nonetheless graduated from 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in 1939, and although the Great Depression was 
drawing to a close, he found employment in the Easel and Mural divisions of the FAP, 
where he was one of only twenty-two African American artists on the payroll. The 
experience profoundly shaped White, however, as he came into contact with the Mexican 
muralists Diego Rivera and José Clemente Orozco through his association with left-wing 
organizations such as the Artists’ Union and teachers including Edward Millman and 
Mitchell Siporin. During his tenure with the FAP, White painted at least one unidentified 
mural for a branch of the Chicago Public Library, as well as the painting Five Great 
American Negroes (1939) for the city’s South Side Community Art Center.5 His masterful 
Frederick Douglass Lives Again (fig. 4) recalls, in both style and subject, the works White 
created during his period with the FAP. Expansive yet detailed, epic in scale and historical 
scope, the drawing shows the renowned orator snapping a barbed-wire fence and pointing 
a group of African Americans toward freedom. On a visit to Mexico City during the 1940s 
with his first wife, noted sculptor Elizabeth Catlett, White stayed with yet another major 
muralist, David Alfaro Siqueiros. This contact further invigorated his interest in mural 
painting and inspired visits to the city’s Taller de Gráfica Popular, a workshop devoted  
to progressive ideals. 
These associations had a profound effect on White’s life and artistic style: he abandoned 
the sharper geometric contours of his early work in favor of rounder, softer forms and 
more fully articulated figures, and he transferred the epic grandeur of the mural into 
large-scale drawings such as this. Most importantly these experiences solidified the 
artist’s investment in left-wing politics. Over the course of his life, White’s interest in 
African American rights, his early political education by both American and Mexican 
muralists, and his involvement with artists’ unions expanded into a broader concern with 
issues of social justice. By the early 1950s, his leftist politics and communist sympathies 
were well known to government officials. He and his second wife, Frances, toured the 
Soviet Union in 1951, an event widely reported in the American communist press. Upon 
their return to the United States, the couple was called before the House Un-American 
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Figure 3. Paul Cadmus (American, 1904–1999). Fleet’s In!, 1934. Etching; 19.1 x 35.6 cm (7 ½ x 14 in.). UNL–Robert 
E. Schweser and Fern Beardsley Schweser Fund, through the University of Nebraska Foundation, U-5652. Art © 
Jon F. Anderson, Estate of Paul Cadmus/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.
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Figure 4. Charles Wilbert White (American, 1918–1979). Frederick Douglass Lives Again (The Ghost of Frederick 
Douglass), 1949. Pen and ink on illustration board; 50.8 x 76.2 cm (20 x 30 in.). UNL–Olga N. Sheldon Acquisition Trust, 
U-5509.
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Activities Committee, although the group quickly repealed the summons for reasons 
unknown. FBI surveillance of the Whites, however, continued through the mid-1960s,  
only ending when their file was closed in 1968.6 The government’s interference effectively 
ended the artist’s career outside of communist circles; like many African American artists, 
interested collectors only rediscovered him toward the end of his life.
The experiences of Cadmus and White capture the double-edged sword of state-
sponsored patronage. Whereas government support has provided artists with needed 
financial assistance during times of economic crisis, artistic agendas sometimes conflict 
with political ones. These artists’ episodes are all the more telling because they were 
minorities, suggesting that while federal arts funding has provided necessary assistance 
and even inspired creativity and output at the best of times, it has capitulated to and 
reinforced majority fears at moments of weakness.
1  See Eleanor Heartney, “The Global Culture War,” Art in America 99, no. 9 (Oct. 2011), 118–23.
2  For an excellent recent treatment of this debacle and its place in Cold War cultural history, see Michael L. Krenn, Fall-Out 
Shelters for the Human Spirit: American Art and the Cold War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).
3  For these statistics, see Andrew Hemingway, Artists on the Left: American Artists and the Communist Movement, 1926–1956 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 79; and Marlene Park and Gerald E. Markowitz, Democratic Vistas: Post Office 
and Public Art in the New Deal (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1984), 5.
4  New York Times, Apr. 18, 1937; quoted in Jonathan Weinberg, Speaking for Vice: Homosexuality in the Art of Charles Demuth, 
Marsden Hartley, and the First American Avant-Garde (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 37. For a complete overview 
of the episode and its relevance to twentieth-century censorship, see Richard Meyer, Outlaw Representation: Censorship 
and Homosexuality in Twentieth Century Art (Boston: Beacon Press, 2004). 
5  For White’s contributions to the Federal Art Project, see George C. Mavigliano and Richard A. Lawson, The Federal Art 
Project in Illinois, 1935–1943 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1990), appendix a, 138, table 3.5; appendix b, 
162; and Andrew Hemingway, Artists on the Left: American Artists and the Communist Movement, 1926–1956 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2002), 172.
6  The FBI’s documentation of the artist resulted in a 296-page dossier. See U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of 
Investigation Report on Charles Wilbert White, report no. 100-HQ-384671. Copy in curatorial files, Sheldon Museum of Art.
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Opposite: Robert Rauschenberg, Features from Currents #56, 1970. Detail; see page 38.
Opposites Attract: Robert Rauschenberg  
and Jasper Johns
Christin J. Mamiya
Rauschenberg and Johns, Johns and Rauschenberg. These American artists seem  to exist as conjoined twins in the annals of art history. Indeed, there is scarcely a 
scholarly publication or exhibition catalog on Robert Rauschenberg or Jasper Johns to  
be found in which the other artist is not prominently featured. 
In many ways, this connection is historically logical. When they emerged simultaneously on 
the art scene in the 1950s, both men challenged many of the fundamental precepts of 
abstract expressionism, the dominant artistic paradigm of the decade. In particular, they 
rejected what art historian Jonathan Katz has described as the “hard-drinking masculine 
archetype closer in spirit to the Western frontiersman than the intellectuals of European 
art”—a persona that many artists, including Jackson Pollock, seemed only too happy  
to embrace.1 In addition, while many of the abstract expressionists seemed to revel in 
producing art steeped in autobiographical emotion and angst, Rauschenberg and Johns 
presented coolly mediated images derived from mass culture.
In departing from abstract expressionism, the duo laid the groundwork for the 
development (and eventual success) of Pop art. This contribution is reflected in the routine 
reference to these two men as proto-Pop artists. Beyond this art-historical linkage, which 
has congealed over the years into axiom, Johns and Rauschenberg had  
an intense personal connection. From 1954 to 1961—the period in which they first came  
to public attention and during which their career-long artistic tendencies and interests 
matured—they were lovers. One can find references to their relationship in the early 
art-historical literature, but little in the way of overt analysis of how that partnership 
influenced their creative lives. The couple did nothing to hide their relationship, nor did 
they publicize it. Their low-key approach was hardly surprising in an era that witnessed the 
specter of McCarthyism and the resulting Lavender Scare, during which more 
homosexuals than communists were driven from government posts and blacklisted.2
By the artists’ own account, their closeness served as fuel for their work. Rauschenberg 
acknowledged early on that Johns and he “were each other’s first serious critics.” “Jasper 
and I,” he recalled, “literally traded ideas. He would say, ‘I’ve got a terrific idea for you,’ 
and then I’d have to find one for him.”3 And Johns once noted, “Our world was very limited. 
I think we were very dependent on one another. There was that business of triggering 
energies. Other people fed into that but it was basically a two-way operation.”4 Even 
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Figure 1. Jasper Johns (American, born 1930). Light Bulb, 1967–69. Etching and 
aquatint; 16.5 x 21.9 cm (6 ½ x 8 5/8 in.). UNL–Olga N. Sheldon Acquisition Trust, 
U-3943. Art © Jasper Johns and ULAE/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.
Figure 2. Robert Rauschenberg (American, 1925–2008). Features from 
Currents #56, 1970. Silkscreen; 88.9 x 88.9 cm (35 x 35 in.). UNL–James E. 
M. and Helen Thomson Acquisition Trust, U-4897. Art © Estate of Robert 
Rauschenberg/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.
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outsiders were struck by the synergy between the two. As one observer described it, 
“They sort of struck sparks off each other all the time in conversation. It was exhilarating 
to be around them.”5 In 1961, after what was by all accounts a painful break-up, Johns and 
Rauschenberg went their separate ways, and they neither spoke to nor saw one another 
for over ten years.
Given their symbiotic relationship during the 1950s, one would expect a degree of 
congruence in their work. Yet what is striking is how dissimilar it is both visually and 
conceptually. Johns’s Light Bulb (fig. 1) and Rauschenberg’s Features from Currents #56 
(fig. 2) were both produced after their relationship had ended. These prints showcase the 
interests and personality of each artist and demonstrate that, despite the established 
tendency to paint them with the same brush, their art is more disparate than it is alike. 
Johns’s approach is characterized by slow, painstaking analysis. He often selects a 
commonplace object (the American flag, a map, a target) and explores it conceptually  
and visually in numerous paintings and prints over the course of years. His art is 
introspective—some have described it as philosophical—in that he seems to seek a 
deeper understanding of what he depicts. In viewing Johns’s work, one has the sense that 
it involved significant intellectual and visual editing. Light Bulb fits this profile beautifully, 
as it represents a simple, mundane object that is familiar to us all, part of our everyday 
landscape, but that doesn’t normally call attention to itself. The artist’s now-famous 
statement that he was attracted to objects that were “seen but not looked at” provides  
a perfect characterization of this solitary incandescent bulb. In this etching and aquatint, 
the contours of the object are plainly described in a linear fashion so that it is immediately 
recognizable. But there is little in the way of context or setting, and viewers are forced to 
examine the rudimentary depiction without additional information to enhance or direct 
their reading or interpretation of the image. Bread (fig. 3), another work by Johns in the 
Sheldon’s collection, reinforces these qualities. The single hand-colored slice, formed 
from lead, seems lost in the large expanse of the dark gray sheet of lead that surrounds it. 
As with Light Bulb, we are given little visual information beyond the piece of bread itself. 
The meaning that most viewers derive from this work is likely vague or uncertain at best.
Where Johns’s art is distilled, spare, and cerebral, Rauschenberg’s is expansive, 
wide-ranging, and convoluted. Currents captures his interest in mining contemporary 
sources, such as newspapers and advertisements, for his material. Currents was the 
result of an agreement to produce a large-scale drawing for a fifty-one-foot wall in 
Dayton’s Gallery 12 in Minneapolis. The artist ended up creating an editioned series  
of collages and hand-printed silkscreens along with a massive six-by-fifty-four-foot 
silkscreen drawing. The Sheldon’s silkscreen is typical of the entire project and consists 
of images and text extracted from newspapers. Some of the excerpts are prosaic and 
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nondescript, while other passages, like the photo of Jacqueline Kennedy and her son, John 
Kennedy, Jr., likely strike an emotional chord in viewers, especially in light of President 
Kennedy’s assassination. Still, the rather haphazard organization of the various newspaper 
cutouts obscures the significance of any individual text or image.
Scrape (fig. 4), from the 1974 Hoarfrost series, reaffirms this aesthetic. A conglomeration 
of images printed on fabric using a solvent-transfer process, the work reinforces the 
nonhierarchical, seemingly random aspect of Rauschenberg’s vision. Reprinted 
photographs of a prop plane, a fried egg, and Romanesque stone sculptures were 
combined with newspaper excerpts and scattered across the expanse of the fabric. 
Images whose edges were clearly cropped and then positioned so that they overlap,  
abut, and obscure other images were central to Rauschenberg’s design sensibility. 
Making connections between the disparate elements seems impossible.
Interestingly enough, these qualities seem to mirror Johns’s and Rauschenberg’s 
personalities. As a close friend described them, “Bob was emotional where Jap was 
cool.”6 Johns, much more of an introvert, produced work that was austere, cerebral,  
and deliberate. In contrast, Rauschenberg, an extrovert by nature, designed art that  
was spontaneous, responsive to the environment around him, and dynamic. Each man 
recognized the value of what the other was doing artistically, as well as the difficulty 
involved in each direction. Johns actually tried to create a few “Rauschenbergs.” “I 
thought I understood what went into his pictures, so that I could do one,” lamented Johns, 
“but mine weren’t convincing at all.”7 For his part, Rauschenberg was equally seduced  
by Johns’s work, especially his regular use of encaustic (painting with pigmented, heated 
wax). Johns once relented after much pleading and allowed Rauschenberg to paint a 
single stroke of wax in one of his flag paintings. Rauschenberg, who clumsily managed  
to put red in a white stripe, recalled that Johns “was furious. He was furious.”8
This is not to say that their works share nothing. Some recent scholars have suggested 
that despite dramatic differences, there is an important commonality in their work— 
a sense of mystery. This mystery stems largely from the impression that there are codes 
or personal icons embedded in each artist’s work that are not immediately apparent  
to viewers. Johns’s use of techniques like encaustic, which tends to obscure images as  
hot wax is applied over them, creates a sense that something is camouflaged or buried; 
Rauschenberg’s penchant for layering images in his paintings, prints, and collages has 
the same effect. As a result, deciphering specific meaning in individual works is 
challenging. Some contemporary scholars have attributed this quality to the artists’ 
sexual orientation. In particular, art historians such as Jonathan Katz and Kenneth Silver 
have argued that gays and lesbians have often felt the need (whether consciously or not) 
to encode their desire and means of communication. In his illuminating Hide/Seek: 
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Figure 3. Jasper Johns. Bread, 1969. Lead with hand coloring; 58.4 x 43.2 cm (23 x 17 in.). UNL–F. M. 
Hall Collection, H-3085. Art ©Jasper Johns/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY. Art © Estate of Robert 
Rauschenberg and Gemini G.E.L./Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.
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Figure 4. Robert Rauschenberg. Scrape (from the Hoarfrost Series), 
1974. Transfer of offset lithographed and newspaper images, 
collage of paper bags on silk; 190.5 x 91.4 cm (75 x 36 in.). UNL–Gift 
of the National Bank of Commerce, the F. M. Hall Collection and 
Olga N. Sheldon Acquisition Trust, H-3023. Art © Estate of Robert 
Rauschenberg and Gemini G.E.L./Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.
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Difference and Desire in American Portraiture, Katz explained, “The social universe of 
sexual desire, in painting, as in life, is so often of necessity communicated through the 
most subtle gestures, glances, and codes.”9 Might viewers find such codes in the work  
of Johns and Rauschenberg? On the surface, their paintings and prints seem far from 
personal, unlike the expressive canvases of the abstract expressionists. But when 
Rauschenberg was asked how much of his work was autobiographical, in an apparently 
unguarded moment, he responded, “Probably all of it.”10
Given the two artists’ significantly disparate artistic sensibilities and personalities, their 
partnership may well be a prime example of the adage “opposites attract.” At the very 
least, these differences call attention to the superficiality of the art-historical tendency  
to pigeonhole artists. Rauschenberg and Johns’s history—the intensity of their personal 
relationship, their influence on each other during a formative period in their careers, and 
their subsequent falling out—adds a corrective prescription to the lens through which we 
view and understand their art. 
What would their work have looked like had they stayed together? What would their 
career trajectories have been? These questions provide fodder for speculation but, in  
the end, the art itself stands as a testament to their fertile minds and unique visions. 
1  Jonathan D. Katz, “Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture,” in Jonathan D. Katz and David C. Ward, 
Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture, exh. cat. (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Books, 2010), 37.
2 Ibid., 34.
3 Calvin Tompkins, Off the Wall: Robert Rauschenberg and the Art World of Our Time (New York: Penguin Books, 1980), 118.
4 Katz, “Hide/Seek,” 40.
5 Ibid.
6 Tomkins, Off the Wall, 113.
7 Ibid., 119.





Berenice Abbott  
(American, 1898–1991)
Eugène Atget, Paris, 1927
Gelatin silver print
34.3 x 26.4 cm (13 ½ x 10 3/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-2468
Berenice Abbott 
MacDougal Alley, between West 8th Street and 
Washington Square North, Manhattan, 1936
Gelatin silver print
23.8 x 19.1 cm (9 3/8 x 7 ½ in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, U-1865
Eugène Atget  
(French, 1857–1927)
Rue St. Rustique (from 20 Photographs by Eugene 
Atget), 1922, published 1956
Gold-toned gelatin silver print
21.9 x 17.5 cm (8 5/8 x 6 7/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-837.9
Peggy Bacon  
(American, 1895–1987)
The Bellows Class, 1918
Drypoint
14.9 x 20 cm (5 7/8 x 7 7/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1365
Peggy Bacon 
Georgia O’Keeffe, c. 1934
Charcoal
47.9 x 35.9 cm (18 7/8 x 14 1/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1463
George Wesley Bellows  
(American, 1882–1925)
Splinter Beach, 1916
Lithograph on Japan paper
38.1 x 50.5 cm (15 x 19 7/8 in.)




48.3 x 38.4 cm (19 x 15 1/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1231




22.9 x 22.9 cm (9 x 9 in.)
Collection of Mary and Robert Nefsky,  
Lincoln, Nebraska
Thomas Hart Benton
The Station, c. 1929
Ink on paper
10.2 x 14.6 cm (4 x 5 ¾ in.)
Collection of Mary and Robert Nefsky,  
Lincoln, Nebraska
Thomas Hart Benton 
The Station, 1929
Lithograph
15.6 x 14.9 cm (6 1/8 x 5 7/8 in.)
Collection of Mary and Robert Nefsky,  
Lincoln, Nebraska
Isabel Bishop  
(American, 1902–1988)
Lunch Hour, 1940 
Ink and wash on paper
23.8 x 16.2 cm (9 3/8 x 6 3/8 in.)




20.3 x 12.7 cm (8 x 5 in.)
UNL–University Collection, U-181
Marian Blakelock  
(American, 1880–1930)
Untitled (Landscape), c. 1917 
Oil on canvas board
37.1 x 18.1 cm (14 5/8 x 7 1/8 in.)
UNL–University Collection, U-791




55.9 x 68.6 cm (22 x 27 in.) 
NAA–Nelle Cochrane Woods Memorial, N-127
Checklist of the Exhibition
Opposite: Edgar Britton, Study for Early Man, from Epochs in the History of Mankind, c.1937.  
Detail; see page 30.
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Brassaï (Gyula Halász)  
(French, born Hungary, 1899–1984)
Avenue de l’Observatoire dans le brouillard, 1934
Gelatin silver print
25.6 x 36.7 cm (10 1/16 x 14 7/16 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1416
Edgar Britton  
(American, 1901–1982)
Study for Early Man, from Epochs in the History 
of Mankind, c. 1937
Tempera on Masonite
43.2 x 76.2 cm (17 x 30 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-114.1
Edgar Britton
Study for Epochs in the History of Mankind,  
c. 1937
Tempera on Masonite
31.8 x 59.7 cm (12 ½ x 23 ½ in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-114.2
Alexander Brook  
(American, 1898–1980)
Peggy Bacon and Metaphysics, 1935
Oil on canvas
91.4 x 65.7 cm (36 x 25 7/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-198
Scott Burton  
(American, 1939–1989)
Aluminum Chair, c. 1980–81
Aluminum, black enamel, and lacquer
73.3 x 59.4 x 165.7 cm (28 7/8 x 23 3/8 x  
65 ¼ in.)
UNL–Gift of Wil J. and Sally Hergenrader 
through the University of Nebraska Foundation, 
U-4692 




19.1 x 35.6 cm (7 ½ x 14 in.)
UNL–Robert E. Schweser and Fern Beardsley 
Schweser Fund, through the University of 
Nebraska Foundation, U-5652
Elizabeth Catlett  
(American, born 1915)
My Right is a Future of Equality With Other 
Americans, 1947
Linocut
SAA–Promised gift of Judy and Norman Zlotsky, 
L-10-2010




24.6 x 18.6 cm (9 11/16 x 7 5/16 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1161
John Steuart Curry  
(American, 1897–1946)
Interior Studio, c. 1925
Pencil and watercolor
43.2 x 26.7 cm (17 x 10 ½ in.)
Collection of Mary and Robert Nefsky,  
Lincoln, Nebraska
Stuart Davis  
(American, 1892–1964)
Study for Swing Landscape, 1936
Gouache and traces of graphite on paper
49.2 x 55.9 cm (19 3/8 x 22 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-101
Arthur Garfield Dove  
(American, 1880–1946)
From Trees, 1937
Oil and tempera on canvas
38.1 x 53.3 cm (15 x 21 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-395
Elsie Driggs  
(American, 1898–1992)
Soon They Overtook Us; With Such Swiftness 
Moved the Mighty Crowd – Purgatory, Canto XVIII, 
1925/32
Graphite and wash on paper
19.1 x 17.8 cm (7 ½ x 7 in.)
UNL–Gift of Robert Schoelkopf, U-517
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Guy Pène Du Bois  
(American, 1884–1958)
Model on a Bed, 1931 
Ink on paper
47.3 x 38.1 cm (18 5/8 x 15 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-209
Guy Pène Du Bois
Timid Model, undated
Oil on canvas
78.9 x 58.4 cm (31 1/16 x 23 in.)
NAA–Gift of Beatrice Rohman, N-536
Charles Dana Gibson  
(American, 1867–1944)
That Delicious Moment: When You Find You Are to 
Take in to Dinner the Girl Who Yesterday Refused 
You, 1894
Engraving
22.5 x 28.6 cm (8 7/8 x 11 ¼ in.)
UNL–University Collection, U-176




24.4 x 13.5 cm (9 5/8 x 5 5/16 in.)
NAA–Purchased with the aid of funds from  
the National Endowment for the Arts, N–464
Marsden Hartley  
(American, 1877–1943)
Altar Boulder, Dogtown, 1931
Oil on board
45.7 x 61.3 cm (18 x 24 1/8 in.)
UNL–Bequest of Bertha Schaefer, U-821
Marjorie Organ Henri  
(American, born Ireland, 1886–1931)
Relaxation, 1911
Graphite, ink, wash, and colored pencil  
on paper
48.3 x 62.9 cm (19 x 24 ¾ in.)
UNL–Gift of Olga N. Sheldon, U-3502
Robert Henri  
(American, 1865–1929)
Maria y Consuelo, 1906
Oil on canvas
198.1 x 97.8 cm (78 x 38 ½ in.)
UNL–Gift of Mrs. Olga N. Sheldon, U-3362
Robert Henri 
Night, Fourteenth of July, c. 1896
Oil on canvas
81.3 x 65.4 cm (32 x 25 ¾ in.)
NAA–Nelle Cochrane Woods Memorial, N-120
Robert Henri 
Notebook of art class records, 1909
24.8 x 20.3 cm (9 ¾ x 8 in.)
UNL–Gift of Olga N. Sheldon, U-3503
Robert Henri 
Roland Knoedler Receiving Henri and Two Others 
of the Eight, undated 
Ink
26.7 x 19.1 cm (10 ½ x 7 ½ in.)
UNL–Gift of Mrs. Olga N. Sheldon, U-3492
Robert Henri 
Untitled (Painting of a Model)
Oil on canvas
Collection of Jane and Carl Rohman,  
Lincoln, Nebraska




17.5 x 21 cm (6 7/8 x 8 ¼ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-333
Edward Hopper 
Room in New York, 1932
Oil on canvas
74.4 x 93 cm (29  x 36 5/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-166
Mary Huntoon  
(American, 1896–1970)
Girl with Sand Painting, 1935/43
Etching and aquatint
16.2 x 19.7 cm (6 3/8 x 7 ¾ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-2485
Mary Huntoon
Kansas City, Kansas—Grain Elevator, c. 1935
Etching
17.8 x 27.3 cm (7 x 10 ¾ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-2486
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16.5 x 21.9 cm (6 ½ x 8 5/8 in.)
UNL–Olga N. Sheldon Acquisition Trust, U-3943
Gertrude Käsebier  
(American, 1852–1934)
Portrait (Miss N.), 1902, printed 1967
Gelatin silver print toned with gum bichromate
34.1 x 26.8 cm (13 7/16 x 10 9/16 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1294
Gertrude Käsebier 
Robert Henri, c. 1907, printed 1967
Gelatin silver print toned with gum bichromate
34.1 x 26.5 cm (13 7/16 x 10 7/16 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1296
Rockwell Kent  
(American, 1882–1971)
Headlands, Monhegan, 1909 
Oil on canvas
86.7 x 106 cm (34 1/8 x 41 ¾ in.)
NAA–Nelle Cochrane Woods Memorial, N-244
André Kertész  
(American, born Hungary, 1894–1985)
Chez Mondrian, Paris, 1926
Gelatin silver print
34.1 x 25.4 cm (13 7/16 x 10 in.) 
UNL–Gift of Lawrence Reger, U-571
André Kertész 
Montparnasse, Square Jolivet, 1929
Gelatin silver print
24.9 x 18.7 cm (9 13/16 x 7 3/8 in.) 
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1425
Walt Kuhn  
(American, 1877–1949)
The Guide (Adirondack Guide), 1931
Oil on canvas
61.3 x 51.1 cm (24 1/8 x 20 1/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-267
Hughie Lee-Smith  
(American, 1915–1999)
The Kite Flyers, c. 1935
Drypoint
13.3 x 15.9 cm (5 ¼ x 6 ¼ in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-361




37.8 x 23.2 cm (14 7/8 x 9 1/8 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-301
Stanton Macdonald-Wright  
(American, born Ukraine, 1890–1973)
Dragon Forms, 1926
Oil on panel
66.7 x 38.7 cm (26 ¼ x 15 ¼ in.)
NAA–Bequest of Herbert Schmidt, Centennial 
Committee, the Art of Politics, and Joseph 
Chowning, N-685
Stanton Macdonald-Wright
Santa Monica Palisades No. 1, 1937
Graphite on paper
71.1 x 57.2 cm (28 x 22 ½ in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-200
Reginald Marsh  
(American, born France, 1898–1954)
League Print, 1949
Engraving 
25.1 x 20.3 cm (9 7/8 x 8 in.)
UNL–James E. M. and Helen Thomson 
Acquisition Trust and John A. Freeman 
Memorial, U-3755




54.9 x 45.7 cm (21 5/8 x 18 in.)
UNL–Bequest of Bertha Schaefer, U-795
Mary Nimmo Moran  
(American, born Scotland, 1842–1899)
Solitude (from the American Etchings portfolio), 
1880
Etching
13.7 x 19.1 cm (5 3/8 x 7 ½ in.)
UNL–University Collection, U-423.1
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Peter Moran  
(American, born England, 1841–1914)
A Burro Train in New Mexico (from the book 
Twenty American Etchings), c. 1887
Etching
16.5 x 23.5 cm (6 ½ x 9 ¼ in.)
UNL–Gift of Meg and Richard Flamer, Omaha, 
Nebraska, U-3938.14
Thomas Moran  
(American, born England, 1837–1926)
Grand Canyon of Arizona from Hermit Rim Road, 
1913
Chromolithograph
67.3 x 89.5 cm (26 ½ x 35 ¼ in.)
NAA–In memory of Ava Lynne (Pinky) Cherry, 
N-702
Thomas Moran
The Castle of San Juan D’Ulloa—Vera Cruz,  
Mexico, 1884
Etching
28.3 x 25.1 cm (11 1/8 x 9 7/8 in.)
UNL–James E. M. and Helen Thomson 
Acquisition Trust, U-3776
Georgia O’Keeffe  
(American, 1887–1986)
New York, Night, 1928/29
Oil on canvas
101.9 x 48.6 cm (40 1/8 x 19 1/8 in.)
NAA–Thomas C. Woods Memorial, N-107




34 x 46 cm (13 3/8 x 18 1/8 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-309
Elizabeth Olds
Steel’s Kitchen Garden, 1938
Color lithograph
28.6 x 38.1 cm (11 ¼ x 15 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-399.36
Maurice Brazil Prendergast  
(American, born Canada, 1858–1924)
Neponset Bay, c. 1914
Oil on canvas
60.3 x 80 cm (23 ¾ x 31 ½ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-170
Robert Rauschenberg  
(American, 1925–2008)
Features from Currents #56, 1970
Silkscreen
88.9 x 88.9 cm (35 x 35 in.)
UNL–James E. M. and Helen Thomson 
Acquisition Trust, U-4897
Robert Rauschenberg 
Scrape (from the Hoarfrost Series), 1974
Transfer of offset lithographed and newspaper 
images, collage of paper bags on silk
190.5 x 91.4 cm (75 x 36 in.) 
UNL–Gift of the National Bank of Commerce, 
the F. M. Hall Collection, and Olga N. Sheldon 
Acquisition Trust, H-3023
Philip Reisman  
(American, born Poland, 1904–1992)
South, 1934
Etching and drypoint
22.2 x 30.5 cm (8 ¾ x 12 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-370
Morgan Russell  
(American, 1886–1953)
Synchromy No. 2, To Light (from Synchromy in 
Blue-Violet Quartet), 1912
Oil on canvas mounted on board
33 x 24.4 cm (13 x 9 5/8 in.)
UNL–Gift of F. M. Hall, Alexander Liberman, Olga 
N. Sheldon, Lester A. Danielson, and Bertha 
Schaefer by exchange, U-4998
William Schwartz  
(American, born Belarus, 1896–1977)
Village Square, 1936
Oil on canvas
76.2 x 91.4 cm (30 x 36 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, WPA-125
50
Herbert J. Seligmann  
(American, 1891–1984)
Alfred Stieglitz and John Marin at An American 
Place, New York, 1931
Gelatin silver print
10.8 x 8.3 cm (4 ¼ x 3 ¼ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-2421
Charles Green Shaw  
(American, 1892–1974)
Thirteenth of June, 1962
Oil on canvas
101.6 x 127 cm (40 x 50 in.)
UNL–Anonymous gift, U-462
Raphael Soyer  




29.8 x 19.7 cm (11 ¾ x 7 ¾ in.)
NAA–Gift of Ann K. Rawley, N-845
Doug and Mike Starn  
(American, born 1961)
Mona Lisa, c. 1986
Toned gelatin silver print and tape
26.7 x 17.5 cm (10 ½ x 6 7/8 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-3072
Joseph Stella  
(American, born Italy,  
1877–1946)
Battle of Lights, Coney Island, 1913–14
Oil on canvas
99.1 x 74.9 cm (39 x 29 ½ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-639




54.9 x 37.4 cm (21 5/8 x 14 5/7 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-2331
Andy Warhol  
(American, 1928–1987)
Jacqueline Kennedy II, 1966
Color screen print
61.3 x 76.2 cm (24 1/8 x 30 in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-1088
Andy Warhol 
Myths: Mickey Mouse, 1981
Synthetic polymer paint and silkscreen ink  
on canvas
153 x 152.4 cm (60 ¼ x 60 in.)
UNL–Donated by The Andy Warhol Foundation 
for the Visual Arts, Inc., with additional funding 
provided by the Nebraska Art Association, 
Mickey Mouse Committee; John and Catherine 
Angle; Mercedes A. Augustine Acquisition Trust; 
Jean Rathburn Faulkner estate; the Collectors’ 
Forum of the Nebraska Art Association; and the 
Olga N. Sheldon Acquisition Trust, U-4526
Brett Weston  
(American, 1911–1993)
Untitled (Sand Dunes), c. 1935
Gelatin silver print
19.1 x 24.5 cm (7 ½ x 9 5/8 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, U-1914




24 x 17.8 cm (9 7/16 x 7 in.)
UNL–Allocation of the U.S. Government, 
Federal Art Project of the Works Progress 
Administration, U-1911
Edward Weston  
(American, 1886–1958)
Nude (Standing Figure; Bertha’s Legs), 1927
Gelatin silver print
23.5 x 14 cm (9 ¼ x 5 ½ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-517
Edward Weston
Torso of Neil, 1925
Gelatin silver print
23.3 x 15.9 cm (9 3/16 x 6 ¼ in.)
UNL–F. M. Hall Collection, H-2479
Charles Wilbert White  
(American, 1918–1979)
Frederick Douglass Lives Again (The Ghost of 
Frederick Douglass), 1949
Pen and ink on illustration board
50.8 x 76.2 cm (20 x 30 in.)
UNL–Olga N. Sheldon Acquisition Trust, U-5509
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